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This paper aims to elaborate and compare the school excellence model (SEM) 
approach adopted by Singapore and the school-based management (SBM) 
approach adopted by Hong Kong. It discusses the impact those educational 
strategies and the challenges that both Singapore and Hong Kong schools face in 
implementing the new form of managerialism while fulfilling the requirements of 
quality assurance. This paper utilizes a comparative approach to analyze both of 
two educational policies through literature research. The analysis are included 
approach to decentralization; effects of education marketization; school leaders, 
teachers and the profitable use of quality models. The literature research has 
revealed that both Singapore and Hong Kong utilize a centralized 
decentralization approach though with different intent.  The comparative study of 
Singapore and Hong Kong serves the new horizon to other developing countries 
in understanding how the educational policies that stressed on quality framework, 
self-assessment and external supervision can lead to changes in the school system 
both positive ones and the drawback itself. 
 




Large, centralized bureaucracies are 
not suit enough in responding the 
rapidly changing realities in many 
sectors, including education. In the 
1980s an 1990s, there was a tendency 
for developing countries to 
decentralize their education system. 
The action was to delegate the decision 
making from the central government to 
the local school level and sharing the 
authority for decision making to 
stakeholders: principal, parents, 
teachers, community members and 
students at the school level (Levavic, 
1998). 
Thus, there has been a movement of 
school-based reform with a focus to 
increase the education quality to be 
competitive in international 
marketplace (Chan and Mok, 2001).  
School based reforms are implemented 
in many countries, for example, in the 
UK, the school-based management was 
called Local Management of Schools 
and Grant-maintained    Schools 
according to Educational Reform Acts 
of 1988 and 1993 (Chan and Mok, 
2001). In The USA, the similar 
reforms is named Site- Based 




Management and School Based 
Leadership and may other similar 
reforms are implemented in Europe, 
Asians and Latin America countries. 
Almost all of the countries mentioned 
have implemented the school based 
reformed with the intention also for 
enhancing the education quality Chan 
and Mok, 2001). 
A considerable amount of literature has 
used the language of marketization in 
education. The terms as choice, 
competition, diversity, consumer 
responsiveness and accountability are 
being captured by many governments. 
The key factor of marketization in 
education is the belief that academic 
standards in public education have 
declined due to centralization and 
bureaucratization of education (Tan, 
1998). Bureaucratic methods of 
centralization systems in decision-
making and resource allocation have 
been captured as being inefficient 
(Plank and Boyd 1994).  
Consequently, there is a global trend 
towards the delegating of autonomy to 
individual school management. This 
movement commonly issued as 
decentralization or devolution. Schools 
are delegated greater autonomy in 
management of budgeting and staff 
recruitment. Guthrie (1991) identifies 
the main motivation of the reform 
movement as the aim to enhance 
educational effectiveness by allowing 
management decisions to be made by 
those who have more knowledge in 
specific local conditions. It is also 
expected that school principals will be 
more accountable, not only to 
government, but also to other parties 
such as parents. Principals will also 
need to be responsive to parents’ and 
students’ needs and will have more 
effort in struggling to improve the 
quality of their school programs and 
academic results (Tan, 1998). 
In the case of developing countries, 
Singapore started to implement the 
school based policy with the name 
School Excellence Model (SEM) in 
2000, which is still in implementation 
until recent years. Hong Kong 
initiating this similar the policy 
initiated in 1991 with the name School 
Management Initiative (SMI) then 
renamed to School-based Management 
(SBM) in 2000 until current year 
(Dimmock, 2000). SEM in Singapore 
and SBM in Hong Kong have the 
similarities in aim of policy. Both of 
them are the forms of decentralization 
policy in education, which have aim in 
enhancing the quality of education by 
giving more authority to schools. The 
difference is in the design of policy, 
decentralization in Singapore, SEM, is 
focusing on promoting the ample 
flexibility and innovation within 
schools like self appraisal, more 
freedom in curriculum and subject 
choice but government still apply the 
tight uniform parameter for the school 
evaluation. On the other hand, the 
School Based Management in Hong 
Kong is more in the administrative and 
leadership reforms while allowing 
operational autonomy to the schools 
with still, the given parameters. Further 
description, discussion, and 
comparative explanation about School 
Excellence Model (SEM) in Singapore 
and the School-based Management 
(SBM) in Hong Kong will be 
elaborated in this paper, following with 
some issues on the implementation and 
its insights from their experiences.  




Singapore and Hong Kong is the better 
possible pair for comparative 
education studies. Both of the nations 
are small area but powerful nation in 
East Asia. Even though Hong Kong is 
a Special Administrative Region in 
China and Singapore is a sovereign 
nation, both have similarity in well-
developed education systems that are 
constantly conducting the reform in 
their policies.  
 
Singapore: The School Excellence 
Model (SEM) 
In the case of Singapore, beginning 
with a highly centralized system in the 
late 1950s, beginning of self-
governance for Singapore, a trend of 
decentralization began to appear, when 
in 1982, the Ministry of Education 
(MOE) announced that it would like to 
decentralize educational management 
from the Ministry headquarters to the 
schools. The aims were to encourage 
greater system-level and school-level 
efficiency and greater educational 
effectiveness in meeting students’ 
diverse needs. However, the MOE’s 
position was that it would continue to 
maintain sufficient centralized control 
and supervision in order to ensure 
standards and principals would 
continue to be accountable to the 
Ministry through regular inspections. 
Some visible milestones of this 
decentralization movement were the 
setting up of independent schools in 
1988, the establishment of autonomous 
schools, these schools receive 10 per 
cent more in annual per capita 
government grants than non-
autonomous schools in 1994, and the 
launch of the School Excellence Model 
(SEM) for all schools in 2000 (MOE, 
2000). 
Since education is a national strategy 
of Singapore, quality assurance in 
education in various forms has always 
been actively practiced before the 
launch of the School Excellence Model 
(SEM) (Tan, 2006). Tan (2006) point 
out the example, all secondary schools 
and junior colleges have been ranked 
annually since 1992 and the results 
made known publicly through local 
media. He explained that secondary 
schools have been ranked on three 
main criteria. The first is the students’ 
overall results in the national 
examinations. The second is the 
“value-added-ness” of the school by 
comparing the students’ examination 
performance with the score with which 
they gained entry to the school. The 
third is the students’ performance in 
the National Physical Fitness Test. 
Ministry of Education has broaden the 
range of indicators upon which schools 
are to be assessed, through the use of 
the School Excellence Model (SEM) in 
response to criticism of the narrowness 
of the ranking exercise of the school 
(Tan, 2006). This policy, which was 
initiated the implementation in all 
schools in 2000, is meant to systemize 
schools appraise their own 
performance in various areas, such as 
leadership, staff management, staff 
competence and morale, and student 
outcomes (Ministry of Education, 
1999). Beginning in the year 2001, 
each school was supposed to subject its 
own internal assessment to external 
validation by a team headed by staff 
from the School Appraisal Branch of 
the Ministry of Education. These 
validations are to be carried out at least 
once every 5 years (Tan, 2006).  




The SEM combines a set of core 
values, which defines the purpose and 
form of the SEM. The importance of 
having a good school leadership, 
putting students as the priority and put 
teachers in the vital position as the key 
to making quality education happen are 
the core values of the SEM (Ng, 2003). 
The SEM recognizes the importance of 
student- focused as the key point of the 
sustained results. As the consequence, 
SEM emphasizes academic 
achievements as the parameter. 
Besides the focus in school’s academic 
performance, SEM set the values that 
an excellent school is one that provides 
a quality and holistic education (Ng, 
2003). In SEM model, excellent results 
are those schools that meet the 
government target, sustained the good 
operation over a number of years and 
show positive trends.  
The SEM framework has two broad 
categories to be assessed, they are 
enablers and results (NG, 2003). The 
enablers category, which comprises 
cultural, process and resource 
components, is concerned with how 
results are achieved. The Results 
category is concerned with what the 
school has achieved or is achieving. To 
appraise this assessment SEM involves 
the awarding scheme for those schools 
that meet the government parameters; 
some of them are Achievement 
Awards, Development Awards, 
Sustained Achievement Awards, 
Outstanding Development Awards, 
Best Practice Awards, School 
Distinction Awards, and School 
Excellence Awards to individual 
schools (Tan, 2006).  
Schools that score at least 400 points 
out of a total of 1,000 during the 
external validation exercise are 
encouraged by the Education Ministry 
to apply for Singapore Quality Class 
certification by the Productivity and 
Standards Board (Tan 2006). It is 
arguable that the use of the SEM may 
result the genuine aim in improving 
school quality because some schools 
will try to play safe in order too boost 
their schools’ performance in as many 
of the aspects that are being assessed 
as possible. For example, principals 
may narrow the range of available co-
curricular activities in order to focus 
the schools’ resources on those 
activities that are considered more 
fruitful in terms of winning awards in 
inter-school competitions (Tan, 2006).  
 School Based Management in 
Hongkong 
School-based management (SBM) in 
Hong Kong is the school-based reform 
measure that provides “a management 
framework which is school-based, 
student-centered and quality-focused” 
(Cheng, 2000). Cheng (2000) pointed 
out that the principle of SBM is the 
reality of the heterogeneous of school 
in Hong Kong meaning individual 
schools have different kinds of 
students with different educational 
needs. Thus, each of them is an agency 
and primary unit  
of decision-making. Schools have to be 
given the opportunity to develop its 
own educational strategy in order to 
meet each school’s own needs and 
characteristics. This has to be carried 
out by the various stakeholders who 
are familiar with the needs of students 
and the real situation of the school. 
Under SBM the stakeholders form the 
board that comprising directors, 
supervisor, principal, teachers, parents 




and alumni members (Cheng, 2000). 
The SBM model allows the 
stakeholders to have autonomy and 
responsibility to execute decisions on 
school operations and development 
planning, such as allocating both 
human and capital resources, 
delivering curriculum and providing 
school activities (Cheng 2000). 
This delegation of authority from the 
central government to the school level 
is expected to increase educational 
quality and to improve students’ 
performance because by doing this the 
school accountability and transparency 
will be increased (Cheng, 2000). 
Ministry of Education (2004) as cited 
in Cheng (2000) named the SBM is a 
kind of “bottom-up initiative” of 
school self-management. Also, it is 
part of an ongoing educational reform 
for long-term school development “to 
change schools from the mode of 
external control management to the 
mode of school self-management” 
(Cheng and Cheung, 2004, p. 71). 
To support the implementation of 
SBM, the Education Manpower 
Bureau devolved the responsibilities to 
school in three major area of 
administrative, namely, personnel 
management, curriculum arrangement 
and financial matters (Yu, 2005). Yu 
(2005) explained In personal 
management, currently, all promotion 
and leave process becomes the 
authority of schools. To support this 
power, schools are provided the 
‘‘Supplementary Grant’’ to pay for 
expenses on extra clerical and 
administrative support for the 
implementation of SBM. In addition, 
on financial matters, Hong Kong 
government allocated the “Capacity 
Enhancement Grant” to schools 
contract out services and employ 
additional staff to relieve teachers’ 
workload in the implementation of 
school reforms such as school-based 
curriculum and students’ language 
proficiency (Yu, 2005). 
In curriculum matters, the Hong Kong 
Government has promoted the concept 
of school-based curriculum 
development. In 2002, the Hong Kong 
Curriculum Development Council 
developed a basic education 
curriculum guideline on curriculum 
planning, learning and teaching and 
assessment (Yu, 2005). In addition, 
schools have been encouraged to 
develop the contents that suit their own 
students. The policy also allow schools 
to design their own school-based 
curriculum, they are encouraged to 
develop a whole-school plan based on 
their school mission, school strengths 
and the targets of the current 
curriculum reform. 
The school management reform in 
Hong Kong also means the authority 
transformation from school sponsoring 
bodies (SSBs) to school management 
committee (SMC) in government 
setting (Yu, 2005). Before the 
application of SBM, more authorities 
to manage school were in SSBs hand. 
SSBs aided the majority school 
population. There are many types of 
SSBs such as religious bodies 
(Protestant, Catholic, Buddhist, Taoist, 
etc.), welfare bodies, clan associations, 
rural schools, alumni associations, and 
trade associations (Yu, 2005). Yu 
(2005) explained that many of these 
SSBs run a number of primary and 
secondary schools. After the imposing 
of SBM policy, SSB should comprise a 




school management committee (SMC). 
This SMC also called school council 
which consisting of school leaders, 
parents and teacher that set up for the 
purpose of proper management of its 
school or schools. After the 
implementation of SBM, more 
decision-making authority has been 
transferred to the SMC of SSBs (Yu, 
2005). In addition, the principal 
receive more authority, as it is 
decentralized from the EMB and he is 
responsible for the overall 
management of the school (Yu, 2005).  
Thus the control that SBM may take 
can be pointed out in three different 
forms: administrative control, 
professional control and community 
control Murphy and Beck (1995). 
However, Cheng and Chan (2000) 
criticized that schools in Hong Kong 
maintain a form of administrative 
control SBM in which the authority 
decentralized mainly goes to the SSB, 
school management committee and 
principals but not too much to teachers 
and parents (p. 211). 
Despite the greater management 
authority given to the schools, school 
in Hong Kong still have to passed the 
quality assessment mechanism as a 
framework of quality assurance. In the 
quality indicators are put in three 
categories. The indicators were put 
into three categories (Education 
Commission, 1997, pp. 10-12). First 
about school context and profile, it is 
included the characteristics of the 
school, teachers and students. Second 
is about the process indicators, its 
about how is the school culture and 
ethos and how the school liaise with 
external institution. Third is about 
output indicators, its about the progress 
made by student and students’ 
performance in major educational 
domains. 
Those three indicators interact with 
one another to provide the necessary 
conditions for quality education and 
contribute directly to student 
performance, which measures school 
effectiveness. So that government can 
still control the school through the 
evaluation of the schools.  
 
The Comparison of SEM and SBM 
There are many similarities in what the 
two governments are trying to do and 
yet differences in their motives and 
approach in comparing between the 
SEM and the SBM. Both the SEM and 
SBM have been launched for a number 
of years within the education systems 
of Singapore and Hong Kong. 
However, there are still issues to be 
addressed and refinements to be made, 
both in policy and in practice. 
An Approach of Centralized 
Decentralization 
The governments of Singapore and 
Hong Kong have stated their intention 
to decentralize the central government 
power, transitioning the central control 
to a more remote supervisory steering 
model. This is to embrace the diversity 
and innovation in the school system. 
The expectation is that with increased 
autonomy, school leaders and teachers 
are empowered to make changes at the 
school to better serve their students. 
Nevertheless, both governments are 
seems to be more pragmatic than 
idealistic. In theory, decentralization is 
implemented for efficiency and 
effectiveness for educational reform. In 
Singapore and Hong Kong cases, it 
seems that the government devolve 




power so that schools become truly 
autonomous and can act independently 
but still in the direction of the state 
direction. This style of governance 
known as post-fordist style (Smyth, 
1993), which allows the government 
decreased involvement in direct policy 
implementation without decreased 
control in policy direction (Sewell and 
Wilkinson, 1992). This means that the 
schools in Hong Kong and Singapore 
need to find their independent success 
in a market system but with the 
government controlling the system 
parameters. It can be said both 
governments are practicing 
decentralization but still in centralized 
manner, though in different ways and 
for different motives. 
In case of Singapore government, the 
government carries a great 
responsibility for achieving national 
outcomes and providing high value for 
public money. In one side, the 
government plans the effort to 
decentralize power, give autonomy and 
devolve responsibilities to the schools. 
On the other hand, there is a risk of 
declining educational standards once 
government controls are lessened; 
therefore the quality assurance system 
is required. Such a system insures 
against the loss of control and 
facilitates authoritative communication 
and managerial scrutiny (Watkins, 
1993). Systems of performance 
indicators and quality assessment 
ensure a greater degree of 
accountability and responsiveness to 
central control. 
What the Singapore government 
expects to develop is a diversity of 
means with an accountability of ends. 
The functioning of the schools must 
support the national, social and 
economic strategies, hence the 
emphasis on accountability and 
standards. Therefore, what the schools 
are facing is a paradox of 
centralization within a decentralization 
paradigm.  
The Hong Kong education system has 
almost the similar condition as 
Singapore. It has been a mixture of 
centralization and decentralization 
system. Centralized in terms of the 
curriculum and the examination 
structure, but decentralized in terms of 
the operation of schools. Traditionally, 
most schools in Hong Kong are 
operated by religious, for example, 
Christian churches and other non-
governmental organizations, known as 
school sponsoring bodies (SSBs). So 
instead of a decentralization of power, 
the SBM in Hong Kong can in fact be 
interpreted by some to be a re-
centralization of power under the form 
of decentralization and quality 
assurance. Now, with the SBM with its 
associated quality assurance models 
and inspections, the power of strategic 
direction has shifted away from the 
SSBs to the government instead. From 
this angle, the SBM movement has 
allowed the government to re-
centralize authority, regaining of 
control of the schools from the SSBs, 
and shifting the operation of schools to 
a model in which government can 
control. One of the reactions came 
from the church. One of the leaders of 
the Church indicated that the church 
would have no choice but have to 
follow the reform (Tong, 2006). It can 
be seen that the new system of school 
management diminished the role of 
school sponsoring bodies (SSBs) in 




providing financial and advisory 
support, setting a school’s mission and 
vision and monitoring the school’s 
operation.  
Marketization and Competition in 
Education 
As the consequence of SEM and SBM 
implementation, the credibility of 
schools are informed in public arena. 
Parents and students are able to get 
information to decide school choice In 
Hong Kong because the annual school 
plans and inspection reports are 
published. In Singapore, although the 
inspection reports are not published, 
the MOE web site provides the 
information of the number and types of 
awards that each school has won over 
the years (Tan, 2005). As the result, 
schools will have to improve to win 
“customers” like any commercial 
organization. The advantage of 
marketization is the belief that 
competition and school-based 
management lead to quality 
improvement. 
However, because schools’ operating 
results are now publicly available and 
scrutinized, schools have to compete 
even more aggressive to face declining 
enrolment and close-down possibility. 
According to Tan (2005), it is highly 
contestable whether fostering 
competition does improve the quality 
of education for all students and 
promotes greater choice and diversity 
for parents and students. Whether in 
Singapore or Hong Kong, non-
prestigious schools are simply unable 
to compete effectively with well-
established schools. The schools have 
to face this cycle: because the schools 
are unable to attract high academic 
achievers, their academic results fall 
far below those of the well-established 
schools. This in turn means that they 
remain unable to attract high academic 
achievers. In fact, because information 
about their low standing is widely 
available, parents and students will not 
see them as the choice (Tan, 2005) 
The idea of education marketization is 
to use market forces as an efficient 
instrument to provide the service to 
public, this scheme also allowing 
services providers to compete for the 
education and thus motivated to raise 
their standards of performance and to 
hold themselves accountable to the 
public (Chan and Mok, 2001, p. 30). 
Both in Singapore and Hong Kong, 
education marketization is changing 
the education landscape, so that multi-
suppliers are available rather than 
monopolistic provision by a single 
supplier, then they are competing in 
the market of educational services 
(Leung and Chan, 2001, p. 232). The 
implementation of SEM/SBM in 
Singapore and Hong Kong respectively 
speeded up the pace of educational 
marketization. An interesting 
observation is that while the official 
rhetoric has always been that the 
SEM/SBM is to bring about quality 
education for the students, the students 
have hardly been consulted in the 
process (Ng, 2005). 
Competition can lead some schools to 
play smart, the school will focus 
narrowly on those outcomes that are 
relevant for the assessment system and 
that may be useful for attracting 
students and parents. For example, 
there has been media recorded of how 
several reputable secondary schools 
have decided to make the study of 
English literature optional rather than 




compulsory for their graduating 
students. This is because English 
literature is perceived to be a subject in 
which it is difficult to do well during 
national examinations (Tan, 2005). 
Another example in physical 
education, some schools have over-
emphasized preparation for the 
National Physical Fitness Test, simply 
because this test is part of the key 
performance indicators, a phenomenon 
that was publicly acknowledged by the 
Ministry for Education (Tan, 2005). 
Trying to delegate great autonomy to 
schools, however, training is also a 
part of the issue in both states. The 
more critical part of the issue is the 
changing role and responsibility of 
school principals in meeting this new  
managerial aim (Cranston, 2002). 
Principals will have to start functioning 
like   chief executives of large 
corporate organizations (Cranston, 
1999; Ng, 2003). Principals now 
require more managerial skills to deal 
with increasing organizational 
complexities. Both Singapore and 
Hong Kong principals would face the 
complex tension and issues. Therefore 
there should be a sufficient training in 




Both Singapore and Hong Kong are 
facing similar challenges in the 
international economic arena and both 
have chosen to adopt a new managerial 
philosophy and decentralize power in 
their education system to meet the 
economic challenge. 
For Singapore, decentralization is for 
the purpose of promoting flexibility 
and innovation within schools and 
centralization is for ensuring that 
schools are held accountable for 
quality education and results. For 
Hong Kong, centralization is for 
strategic control and decentralization is 
for efficiency in exercising that control 
while allowing schools operational 
autonomy with given parameters. 
Definitely, SEM/SBM has brought 
about change in the education system 
and forced the pace of school-based 
reform to meet new economic realities. 
Taken together, more research on the 
impact of the SEM and SBM on school 
practices and culture in Singapore and 
Hong Kong may benefit both 
governments. The information 
generated through the research will 
provide both policy makers and 
researchers a better understanding of 
how a quality framework coupled with 
self-assessment and external 
inspections can lead to changes in the 
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